After the Apocalypse: A Comparative Study of the Black Death, London Fire, and Lisbon Earthquake by Zacharia, Gregory
Macalester College
DigitalCommons@Macalester College
History Honors Projects History Department
Spring 4-25-2018
After the Apocalypse: A Comparative Study of the
Black Death, London Fire, and Lisbon Earthquake
Gregory Zacharia
gregoryzacharia@gmail.com
Follow this and additional works at: http://digitalcommons.macalester.edu/history_honors
Part of the History Commons
This Honors Project is brought to you for free and open access by the History Department at DigitalCommons@Macalester College. It has been
accepted for inclusion in History Honors Projects by an authorized administrator of DigitalCommons@Macalester College. For more information,
please contact scholarpub@macalester.edu.
Recommended Citation
Zacharia, Gregory, "After the Apocalypse: A Comparative Study of the Black Death, London Fire, and Lisbon Earthquake" (2018).


























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































                                                
185	David	K.	Chester,	“The	1755	Lisbon	earthquake,”	Progress	in	Physical	Geography	25.3	
(2001),	364.		
186	Ibid,	365.		
187	ibid.		
	 108	
when	historian	Alvaro	Pereira	encountered	similar	difficulties	with	identifying	reliable	
accounts	with	which	to	inform	his	models	of	Portugal’s	GDP	loss,	he	explained	
acknowledged	that	inflated	recollections	needed	to	be	excluded	from	his	calculations,	
but	did	not	dismiss	them	as	sources	with	no	historical	value.	Admittedly,	it	is	not	the	
responsibility	of	geographers	and	geologists	to	preserve	and	defend	the	accounts	that	
Chester	marginalizes.	They	will	naturally	gravitate	towards	the	sources	that	most	align	
with	their	own	research	methodologies	and	offer	the	greatest	benefits	to	dialogues	in	
their	fields.	Rather,	it	falls	to	historians,	logically,	to	ensure	that	those	perspectives	are	
not	lost	to	the	pages	of	history.			
Through	an	interdisciplinary	framework,	this	thesis	seeks	to	offer	historians	a	
tool	with	which	to	approach	engagement	in	dialogues	of	natural	disasters.	To	do	so,	it	
has	discussed	the	Black	Death	as	a	critical	juncture	disrupting	an	established	path	
dependency	and	the	London	Fire	as	a	facilitator	of	a	developing	one.	The	Lisbon	
Earthquake,	which	could	be	interpreted	in	either	direction,	offers	a	perfect	example	of	
how	pragmatic	and	malleable	this	process	is.	The	earthquake	allowed	the	Marquis	de	
Pombal	to	modernize	the	urban	design	of	Lisbon,	prompted	the	reshaping	of	the	
Portuguese	economy	and	the	visibility	of	the	Church	within	the	city,	and	inspired	
intellectuals	across	Europe	to	reevaluate	the	ways	in	which	they	viewed	natural	
disasters.	In	doing	so,	the	earthquake	could	be	viewed	as	a	critical	juncture	prompting	a	
new	series	of	path	dependencies	or	a	brush	fire	clearing	the	way	for	those	already	in	
progress.	I	have	focused	on	the	Earthquake	as	a	disruptive	critical	juncture	to	better	
understand	why	the	earthquake	seemed	so	cataclysmic	and	momentous	to	those	who	
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survived	and	observed	it.	The	direction	a	different	scholar	or	study	could	take	depends	
entirely	on	the	questions	they	hope	to	answer.	The	shock	effect	of	the	Lisbon	
Earthquake	offers	insights	into	both	the	society	it	disrupted	and	the	one	it	helped	to	
create.	What	an	observer	hopes	to	glean	from	the	disaster	will	determine	which	of	
those	lenses	will	be	most	useful.	This	helps	to	illustrate	the	versatility	of	the	path	
dependence	framework	for	historians	seeking	to	discuss	disasters.	If	one	views	this	
methodology	as	a	spectrum,	a	disaster	could	occur	at	any	place	along	that	spectrum.	As	
a	result,	this	methodology	offers	a	means	of	approaching	a	historical	analysis	of	nearly	
any	disaster	in	any	society	regardless	of	time	or	place.	
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